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Abstract 
International literature hasn't underline enough role and function of couple in migration, although migration in Italy is a “family 
matter” that require a great involvement of the marital couple. How do immigrant couples ménage autonomy and freedom and 
the possibility of setting new and personal objectives, and at the same time deal with ambiguity, uncertainty and loneliness? The 
aim of the research is to explore the modalities of being and establishing a couple in a foreign land while investigating those 
factors and variables that, according to the literature on the topic, have proven to be crucial in determining and shaping the 
migration process. 33 immigrant couples from Morocco, Pakistan and the Philippines were administered Family Life Space, a 
qualitative graphic instrument useful in the clinical assessment and research with couples that allows to overcome linguistic 
barriers as well as to explore relational dynamics and interactive patterns underlying couple functioning. A k-means cluster 
analysis allowed the identification of five clusters. The variables considered play a significant role in the cluster formation in 
particular nationality and the fact of being able to connect the life in the hosting country to that in the country of origin 
significantly determine the grouping. Future transformations and projects and a "psychological couple center" are other important 
variables in the cluster formation. The FLS might be particularly helpful in identifying the stage the couple or family considered 
is going through in their immigration process as well as the possible problems family members might face during their journey 
towards integration. Lastly, the FLS proves to be a valuable and culture fair instrument with immigrants in both the research and 
the clinical setting. 
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1. Introduction 
Although Italian immigration has a recent history – the first major immigration waves only began in the mid 70’s 
– the phenomenon has now reached significant proportions. According to the Ministry of the Interior there were 
4.637.724 foreign citizens (8% of the total population) residing on the Italian territory on January 1st 2012, this 
figures have more than tripled if compared to 2001. However, these data do not take into account the 500-700 
thousand illegal immigrants currently living in our country (Caritas-Migrantes, 2011). 
Italy is one of the countries with the highest number of foreign citizens in Europe, together with Germany (7.2 
million people or 9% of the total population), and Spain (5.7 million or 12%) (EUROSTAT, 2012). 
Another data on immigration appear of crucial importance to the present paper: the increasing number of family 
reunions and newborns among the immigrant population. The 18,4% of the infants born in Italy in 2011 were 
foreigners, with a surprising growth by 209% from 2002 (Fondazione Leone Moressa, 2012). Family reunions have 
also undergone a dramatic increase: in 2008 (last available data) Italian authorities issued 124 thousand visas 
compared to the only 89 thousand issued the year before, with an increase of 39% . 
These data shows that migration has progressively become a “family matter”. It is in fact estimated that 80% of 
all Italian immigrants live within a family (ISTAT, 2012). Immigration is a family matter not only because, 
contrarily to what happened in the past when our nation was only considered as a “land of passage” to make money 
and move to another European country or eventually get back home, those who come tend to stay and reunite their 
loved ones but also because the whole kin takes part, both financially and emotionally, to the trip (Gozzoli & 
Regalia, 2005). 
These changes in migration processes led to a greater involvement and centrality of the marital couple; as a result 
spouses often find themselves in a foreign land dealing with responsibilities never experienced before.  
2. Theorical background 
There are not many researches and scientific contributions concerning the role of the couple in the migration 
process. Clinical literature underlines that immigrant couples are called to function as bridges between the first 
generation back in the country of origin and the new generations that live in the hosting country. In particular, 
immigrant families need to renew and revitalize values, habits and traditions at the basis of their identity while 
facing the challenges and changes experienced in the new context (Gozzoli & Regalia, 2005).   Being able to live in 
between two cultures, two lands, two contexts is one of the most demanding and nevertheless necessary task 
immigrants need to accomplish (Ciola, 1997; Falicov 2003; Sluzki 2008). Therefore, migration leads spouses to play 
a crucial role they had hardly experienced in their land of origin: from a collectivistic model, where decisions and 
responsibilities were shared within the extended kin and ultimately granted by the approval of the first generation, to 
a context where the responsibility of handling and coping with everyday challenges is theirs, and theirs alone (Cigoli 
& Gennari, 2008).   
Thanks to this change in the position within their families, couples experiment new opportunities but at the same 
time face new challenges: maintaining the family unity and cohesion, making choices both for themselves and their 
children taking into account their background and its cultural specificities as well as the events occurring in the new 
context. Couples experience a greater autonomy and freedom while they are confronted with the possibility of 
setting new and personal objectives, however they also have to deal with ambiguity, uncertainty and loneliness 
(Boss, 1998; Gennari, Accordini & Vanetti, 2011; Sluzki 1979). 
Most of the international literature shows that transnational families have a rich and solid social network both in 
the homeland as well as in the new country (Falicov, 2003; Moro, 2002; Sluzki, 2008) and reveal remarkable ability 
to make projects. The capability of setting future aims and develop concrete strategies to accomplish them (Losi, 
2000; Beneduce, 2004; McGoldrick, Giordano & Garcia-Preto, 2005) are in fact considered as the two main factors 
able to predict a positive outcome in the integration process. 
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3. Aims 
The general aim of the present paper is indeed to understand the instrument capability of identifying some key 
aspects of the marital couple relationship and of the (often unconscious or unspoken) agreements made during the 
migration process. In order to reach the above mentioned goals, a sample of immigrant couples coming from 
Morocco, Pakistan and the Philippines were administered a graphic symbolic test called Family Life Space (FLS) 
(Mostwin, 1976; 1980). We aim to assess the FLS capability of differentiating between the graphic productions of 
couples having different ethnic and cultural backgrounds and migration history.  
Couples’ outcomes to the test were analyzed on the basis of a set of indicators that, according to both the cited 
literature on the topic and the test’s author (see below), may be indicative of the couples positive adjustment to the 
challenges posit by the new context: 
• the capability of living between two worlds is considered a sign of the couple’s ability to connect the family to 
the origins as well as to the foreign context, acting as a bridge that, while having solid bases in two cultures, 
unites the “land of the origin” and that of migration. In other words, spouses are called to relate the “here and 
now” to the “there and then”, thus experiencing a double belonging (Bughra, 2004; Sayad, 2004);  
• the couple should act as the psychological center of the family life, that is, represent a solid starting point for the 
development of new relationships and plans in the hosting country both for themselves and for their children, 
while keeping substantial contacts with those remained in the home land. The ability to act as a psychological 
center capable of organizing and giving meaning to the migration process suggests the spouses willingness and 
readiness to build an integrated and consistent project for the future (Gozzoli & Tamanza, 1998); 
• the quality and amount of social relationships (network density) reveal whether the couple is capable of building 
significant relationships with the original and hosting community and to make use of the social support they may 
be provided during migration (Sluzki, Gennari & Accordini, 2010);  
• the couple’s ability to make plans for the future allows the family to set clear goals towards integration (Gozzoli 
& Gennari, 2011). 
4. Method 
4.1. Instrument 
The Family Life Space (FLS) is a graphic symbolic instrument originally developed by D. Mostwin in the late 
70’s to be used in clinical settings. Its theoretical and conceptual framework draws on the general systems theory 
and symbolic interactionism. In particular, the FLS defines the family space as a bio-psycho-social territory dense 
with meaning  (Barker & Barker, 1990; Mostwin, 1976, 1980). The instrument is based on the assumption that the 
structures and dynamics that feature a family can be best represented by asking members to interact while drawing 
graphic symbols on a piece of paper. The family “action” takes place and shape before the researcher and the Family 
Life Space “offers” the space and time to capture the organization and the way of living of that family  (Gozzoli & 
Tamanza, 1998). 
A white sheet (50x70cm) with a circle drawn in the center is presented before the family and members are each 
given a marker. Markers’ colors have to be different in order to allow the researcher to distinguish the drawings 
made by the various family members. Participants are told that the circle represents the life space of their family and 
are subsequently invited to place themselves with respect to the circle (they can choose to draw inside, outside the 
circle or on the border). After having placed themselves, participants are asked to place their loved ones, either dead 
or alive, once again they can chose to draw within, outside the circle or on its border. Subsequently family members 
are invited to draw events, things as well as organizations that they consider important for their lives. 
Participants are invited to use simple symbols like dots or crosses to represent themselves and the other elements, 
many subjects, however, chose to make actual drawings or to write on the sheet. 
Lastly, family members are asked to draw lines representing the quality of the relationships between the various 
items in the space: a straight line symbolizes a positive relationship, a dotted line represents a substantially positive 
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relationships but with occasional strong arguments or disagreements or a relationship that is good but not extremely 
close whereas a cut off line represent a cut off or extremely distant relationship. 
The original protocol included a single administration of the instrument: the drawing was meant to capture a 
snapshot of the present situation experienced by family members. The current version, developed by some 
researchers working at the Centre for  Family Studies and Research of the Catholic University in Milan, requires 
instead a double administration, thus introducing the variable of time and allowing a comparison between the two 
graphic productions. In this latest version, the drawing representing the present family relational patterns is 
accompanied by a past (the family is asked to think of how their life was in a specific moment in the past, 
corresponding to a phase in the family cycle or a significant event) or future version (participants are asked to 
imagine themselves and their family in a specific moment in the future); both the moments should be sufficiently far 
away in time to imply significant changes and adjustment. The comparison between the two drawings helps to 
capture and better investigate the family functioning and dynamics as well as to appreciate the presence or absence 
of a transformative space where changes can be envisaged. Changes in the two Family Life Space versions show the 
ways in which family members are actively coping with challenges, conceive differences between various periods of 
their lives and acknowledge that future needs adaptation and it isn’t a mere repetition of the past. 
The use of the Family Life Space offers several advantages: first, it involves the family as a whole, it considers 
the family as unity, as something that is more than the mere sum of its parts, therefore family members are allowed 
to draw all together at the same time. Secondly, the Family Life Space allows to explore the family interactive 
dimension. The observation of the interaction in the “here and now” helps researchers to detect recurrent 
interactional patterns that allow to understand family functioning and family ways to cope with unforeseen tasks. 
Additionally, the Family Life Space is less affected by linguistic biases than questionnaires or interviews because 
people have only to draw on a paper, following simple and practical assignments; for this reason drawings let family 
members free to express themselves, without feeling judged or compelled to give certain answers or exhibit 
desirable behaviors. This particular instrument proves to be extremely useful with immigrants where culture, 
different communication styles and different habits might affect people’s understanding as well as their ability to 
talk and convey meanings (Balderrama-Durbin, Snyder, & Semmar, 2011). Moreover, the presence of a white sheet 
and the conjoint task forces family members to interact with one another rather than with the researchers, thus 
reducing the need for social approval. 
The qualitative variables that need to be considered in order to make a graphic-symbolic interpretation of the FLS 
in the clinical practice (that is the setting Mostwin chose for the instrument application), are: the frequency and 
positioning of the symbols used, the presence/absence and the type (continuous, broken, cut off) of lines connecting 
the symbols, the internal and external distribution of the items and the occupation of both the center and the border 
of the circumference. The Family Life Space can also be intended as a gestalt, comparing the graphic production of 
each family member to the overall drawing (Mostwin, 1980). Undoubtedly, a clinical interpretation of these 
indicators and of the overall drawings would allow a much richer understanding of the characteristics and patterns 
featuring each family, however, as this goes beyond the scopes of the present paper, which constitutes an 
exploratory study on the usefulness of the FLS as an instrument to assess the migratory stage in foreign couples 
coming to Italy, only some of these indicators were taken into account. 
In our research we used the instrument to study couple relationship, therefore spouses were administered the 
instrument together. Furthermore, we used the present and future version because this choice allowed us to study 
how immigrant couples imagined their role in the family migration and their future in the hosting country.  
As said before, he present research takes into consideration a set of drawings produced by marital immigrant 
couples; the drawings have been analyzed on the basis of the mentioned  indicators, operationalized as follows: 
• The capability of staying between two worlds is operationalized through the occupations versus non occupation 
of the FLS  circumference (habitability of the boundary). In other words, researchers checked for the presence of 
symbols and/or lines drawn right on the circumference, connecting the inner and outer space. 
• Presence vs. absence of the couple as psychological center: the couple acts as a center around which the whole 
picture is organized and revolves. The absence of psychological center occurs when the drawing is somewhat 
scattered and divided in different pictures, each having no connection with the others. 
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• Presence vs. absence of social relationships both in the homeland as well as in the hosting country is investigated 
by counting the number of people involved in the immigrant couple’s network and analyzing the quality of the 
relations between the various actors. A social network is considered to be adequately rich if the couple draws at 
least three elements (either single individuals or associations and services, with the only exclusion of nuclear 
family members) belonging to the context of the origin and as many belonging to the new country. 
• Couple’s ability to make plans for the future was assessed by checking the presence or absence of substantial 
differences between the present and future versions of the Family Life Space (presence of transformative space). 
Significant changes between the two drawings are useful to understand the capacity to envision projects and new 
aims in the migratory context.  
4.2. Participants 
A total of 33 immigrant couples (66 subjects) were included in the research: 13 couples  from Morocco, 11 from 
the Philippines and 9 couples from Pakistan. Couples were recruited through snowball sampling, those who 
accepted to take part to the research were met at their own house by two researchers, a man and a woman . 
In order to participate to the research, couple members should not have any prior psychiatric records (no contact 
with mental health services) and have been permanently living in Italy for three years before the interview, this 
assured all participants had a sufficient knowledge of the Italian context and language and contacts with the Italian 
society. We included only marital couples with children living with them and that duly work in Italy. 
4.3. Data Analyses 
The general aim of the present article is to test the instrument’s ability to differentiate between the various 
drawings depending on some variables identified as crucial, according to the scientific literature on the topic as well 
as to Mostwin’s recommendations. The above mentioned indicators were turn to dichotomous variables in order to 
allow statistical analyses. As it polarizes outcomes, the use of dichotomous variables allows to underline the 
discriminant power of the selected variables. All the indicators considered were analyzed with the software SPSS 
17.0, moreover the variable nationality was also included in the analysis. In this case, researchers carried out a K-
means cluster analysis in order to: 
1) assess the differentiation power of the defined indicators to interpret the Family Life Space drawings 
produced by the couples in our sample;  
2) identify  homogeneous groups of cases sharing similar characteristics. Cluster analysis appears to be 
particularly suitable to this end as it allows researchers to create clusters maximizing between group differences and 
minimizing within cluster differences (Everitt, Landau, Leese & Stahl, 2011) .  
Following the cluster analysis, a five cluster solution was chosen: the first cluster contained nine immigrant 
couples, the second seven couples, the third nine couples and the fourth and fifth cluster included six and two 
couples respectively. The five clusters solution was chosen as it was the most parsimonious solution allowing to 
minimize each object’s distance to the centroid as well as to create homogeneous and well separated groups. 
The identified clusters were than described according to the characteristics of the drawings they contained. The 
qualitative and descriptive analysis of the drawings allowed to identify the common features that characterize each 
cluster and to describe them in comparison to the others. 
5. Results 
As shown in table 1, below, all the considered variables play a significant role in the cluster formation; in 
particular, nationality, the fact of being able to connect the life in the hosting country to the one in the country of 
origin (habitability of the boundary) and the capacity of the couple to be a psychological center for the family, 
significantly determine the grouping.  
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ANOVA F Sig. 
Nationality 23,130 ,000 
Habitability of the boundary 21,875 ,000 
Networks in host country 9,670 ,000 
Networks in country or origin 5,149 ,003 
Psychological center 12,663 ,000 
Transformative space 7,826 ,001 
 
Couples (N= 9) belonging to the first cluster were addressed as "capable of living in between” (Ciola, 1997; 
Falicov, 2002); those couples can in fact function as mediators and bridges connecting different cultures and, often 
times, different generations (that of their children and that of their families of origin). For these couples, the 
boundary is habitable: boundaries are separating and at the same time connecting the family with the outer world, as 
symbolized in the drawing by lines connecting items within the circle to those outside. Boundaries are created with 
both the past and future generations (a boundary around the couple is clearly distinguishable, either because of their 
position with respect to other family members or because spouses choose to represent their couple with a single 
element or symbol) as well as with the country of origin and that of migration allowing the couple to experiment a 
“double belonging”.  
Couples in this cluster can count on solid (positive relation between elements in the drawing) and rich (high 
number of elements) social networks both in the homeland as well as in the hosting country (very high numbers of 
dots representing origins and foreign people and events). Drawings show the presence of a psychological center, this 
mainly being the couple itself or the whole family, thus indicating that spouses enjoy a good sense of unity and 
cohesion. Moreover, couples show the ability to face future challenges and seem to creatively activate adaptive 
coping strategies that help them being open and hopeful towards the future, as represented by the increase both in 
the number of straight lines connecting the various items (symbolizing positive relations) as well as in the number of 
items between the present and the future version. Six of the nine couples belonging to this cluster come from the 
Philippines.  
In cluster number two (N= 7) couples have a rich and solid social network in the homeland but no meaningful 
relationships in the hosting country (Falicov, 2003; Sluzki, 2008). For these couples the boundary remains 
inhabitable (in the drawing no lines cross the circumference, no elements are drawn on the border) as they seem to 
be “stuck” in the past and therefore unable to establish significant connections within the new context: the 
relationships with people and services in the new country are sporadic (if non existing) and merely restricted to the 
satisfaction of basic needs (children teachers or hospital or employer).  
The absence of a psychological center organizing the drawings is another clear sign of such couple instability. 
However, people in this group are open to the future and its possible outcomes (positive differences between the two 
FLS versions are observed, especially in terms of the number and quality of social relationships), this means that 
they are able to envision a different future that is not a mere repetition of the past. The migration project is 
significant thanks to the presence of plans and aims for the future.  
Couples in the third cluster (N= 9) have a good social network and strong ties either in the country of origin or in 
the hosting country and sometimes in both lands. Future transformations are conceivable; however, in these 
drawings one spouse is completing the other’s graphic production, with the result that pictures are complementary 
and symmetric but yet create  representations without any psychological center (usually FLS belonging to this 
cluster show puzzle-like drawings). Role division in these couples is extremely rigid, these are typical couples in 
which, for example, the wife would draw herself next to the house and the children while the husband would 
represent his job and the car. This results in rather fragmented drawings where no psychological center is found. 
These couples seem to function thanks to this role division: each of the spouses has specific area of  relations that 
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only borders that of the other, with no possible sharing (Khalid & Frieze, 2004; Welchman, 2004). All the couples in 
this cluster came from Morocco. 
Similarly to those described before, also the couples in cluster four (N= 6) can count on a good number of 
positive relations either in the homeland or in the hosting country and sometimes in both contexts. However, a lack 
of couple unity is to be acknowledged in the drawings made, this not only results in the absence of a psychological 
center, but also produces fragmented drawings. Couples in this cluster are similar to the ones described before, 
however the jeopardy of the couple bond and the lack of connection between spouses are greater. Spouses’ drawings 
are rather independent or, in other cases, couple’s members mirror one another with the result that many items 
appear twice, as if the presence of the other fails to be acknowledged. This cluster in both cases, either when one 
spouse mirrors the other or in the case of two completely separate family drawings, there is no such thing as the 
couple, but rather two separate individuals and two families (Bisin et al., 2008; Espiritu, 2003; Medina Tan-Gatue, 
1995). It is also interesting to notice that couples in this cluster come either from the Philippines or from Pakistan.  
The two couples in the last cluster seem to experience the most dysfunctional relational patterns: spouses lack 
meaningful relationship both in the home country as well as in the new land: drawings are extremely poor, with only 
a few symbols usually representing the members of the nuclear family, both the border and the space outside the 
circle are not used, thus contributing to the feeling of isolation from the social context. The present and future 
version of the Family Life Space do not differ from one another: the future is a mere repetition or, worse, an 
impoverishment of the present situation and no space is left for possible and positive transformations. The boundary 
is inhabitable as no lines connect internal and external items  while no symbols are placed on the circumference. 
6. Discussion 
In light of the outcomes of the cluster analysis and of the significance of the indicators presented above, the 
Family Life Space seems to positively differentiate the various couples according to the modalities and strategies 
they put into play when facing migration. The Family Life Space can be an extremely useful instrument to assess the 
way migration process come across: resources and pitfalls are clearly shown to the researcher. In particular, it 
proves to be suitable when working with migrants as it allows to easily overcome linguistic barriers and possible 
biases due to social desirability. In this respect, the FLS can be considered as inherently ethic as it keeps into 
account and gives respect to different family cultures and values allowing  the couple to reveal their own world 
without interferences on the researcher's side. In fact, researchers stress the fact that there are no right or wrong 
answers but couples themselves have the right to build their own representation. 
The Family Life Space also helps the exploration of significant psychological constructs in migration: by means 
of drawing, family members unveil relational dynamics and interactive patterns as well as the values and beliefs 
systems underlying their family functioning. Being a shared task, it also simultaneously keeps into account the point 
of views of the various family members, capturing their thoughts and perspectives (Zartler, 2010). However, 
information emerging from the Family Life Space need to be compared and integrated with further elements in order 
to gain a better and more complete understanding of family migration paths.  
Being nationality a key element in the clusters formation, we can hypothesize that the actual outcomes of the 
drawings might be deeply affected by the couples' cultural background long side with the other indicators already 
mentioned elsewhere. The ways of being in a couple relationship, the division of duties among partners and the role 
of each member within the family system might be a result of some cultural variables rather then solely depending 
on the migration process. Thus, it is of the outmost importance to consider the cultural background. Moreover, 
further details on religion might be useful to understand to what extend is the couple and family formation process 
influenced by religious beliefs and attitudes rather than by the migration itself. 
The outcomes of our research do not allow us to trace these important distinction, therefore further studies will 
need to also consider measuring cultural as well as religious variables (Feliu, 2012; Foley & Hoge, 2007; Georgas 
et. al, 2006; Levitt, 2004; Medina Tan Gatue, 1995; Regalia & Giuliani, 2012; Phinney, 1996; Welckmann, 2004). 
In the research on immigration, moreover, the FLS might be particularly helpful in identifying the stage the 
couple or family considered is going through in their immigration process as well as the possible problems family 
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members might face during their journey towards integration; rather than being a punctual event, in fact, integration 
should be considered as a process that happens through a continuum. The understanding of the migration history 
and, above all, the years spent in the hosting country all make up important variables that might help professionals 
devise interventions specifically tailored to meet each family needs.  To this end, it seems particularly appropriate to 
identify the necessary information that would allow a distinction between the acculturation process that might be 
common to a certain culture or group (Sam & Berry, 2006) and the elements that reflect the specific functioning of 
an individual couple (Falicov, 2003). 
The analysis of the adaptation process to a new culture and the exploration of the potential obstacles that may 
hinder, and in some cases prevent, adaptation might help both researchers and clinicians to develop specific 
interventions targeted on the needs of the immigrant population.  
Undoubtedly further studies on larger samples are needed to confirm the outcomes and the cluster division posit 
by the present study and to better define and confirm the types of couple migration processes identified throughout 
the Family Life Space. 
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